Traditional
large-group
performance
may not be the
best goal of
music education
when the way
society experi-
ences music is

changing.

By David A. Williams

What Are Music
Educators Doing
and How Well Are

We Doing It?

nd school music programs,
which  (radiionally  have
givent students the precious
opportumty 1o hear what real
instcuments sound like from
both a player’s and a hstener’s perspective, are
in the toilet.™! T came across (his statement in
Mix magazine, a publication dedicated 10
audio and music production, and it made me
think. What does Paul Lehrman, a man
mwvolved with professional audio production
rather than K-12 music education, know
about school music programs? And then it
hit me: maybe he knows more than many of
us in the profession know—or at least want
o admit we know.

Some within the profession have voiced
similar concerns. In a paper presented at the
International Music  Education Policy
Symposium, Bennett Reimer suggested that
“music education as we know it today ... is
facing a potential crisis of irrelevancy.”? Lee
Bartel edited several reviews that ace crincal
of the present state of music education.? Is
our profession really ©

“in the toilet™? Just
what are we doing, and how well are we
doing it?

Impact of the National Standards

As for what we are doing, there has been
an increase in atention paid o our Navonal
Standards for Music Education and sian-

dards-based teaching since 1994, when the
present set of standards was established.
Reading these standards, cne would assume
the profession is involved in a comprehensive
musicianship approach to music teaching
and learning, in which siudenis are involved
in sequential, structured activities in per-
formance, listening‘ composition, improvisa-
tion, analysis, notation-skill acquisition, and
associations with the other arts as well as
fields outside the arts.

Although the National Standards have had
more than ten years to influence the profes-
sion, it's questionable how pervasive therr
implementation is in music classrooms  day-
10-day. My position as an instrumental music
educator takes me 1o a large number of K-12
schools each year, and in personal observa-
tion I see very little attention paid to the stan-
dards, especially at the secondary level. Aside
[rom the traditional pracices ol singmg,
playing instruments, and reading notalion, |
sense that performance-based music teachers
lack respect for (the National Standards. Many
clementary general musie (eachers seem to
have a greater investment in covering the
standards, but even here the performance and
notation standards are given the majority of
class 1ime.

Research seems to confirm these observa-
tions. Norma Kirkland evaluated South
Carolina K~12 music programs to determine
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what achievement levels of the National
Standards were being met and 1o determine
what ratings musjc teachers gave the stan-
dards as goals [or student achievement.
Results showed that students mel the highest
achievement levels for the performance-oyi-
ented Standards 1 (singing) and 2 (playing),
which were also rated by the teachers as the
hughest goals for student achicvement
Standards 3 (improvising) and 4 (compos-
ing) were ranked lowest in achievement lev-
els and in teacher ratings.! Evelyn Orman
examined use of class time in elementary
general music classes in relation to the
National Standards. Results indicated that
while clementary music specialists spent
class ume on all nine standards, less time was
devoted to those standards requiring creative
or artistic decision-making skills, Singing,
playing instruments, and reading/notating
were the most prevalent National Standards
addressed across all grade levels.®

Al Holcomb® investigated the percepuons
and practices of Connecticut music teachers
toward the  staies  Discipline-Based
Professional Teaching Standards (or Teachers
of Music, standards for teachers modeled
after the student-outcome-based WNalional
Standards for Music Education.” Respon-
dents—public school music teachers, music
administrators, and music teacher educa-
tors—were asked to rate the standards
according 10 how frequenty they were
observed. Three standards were reported as
being mflrequently implemented: skills for
teaching students ta create music, skills for
teaching students 10 respond 10 music (ana-
lyze, evaluate), and leadership and music
advocacy in the schoo) and community. The
two rated highest were development of a pos-
tive learning environment and the develop-
nient ol performance skills. Ammong the sub-
groups, elementary general music teachers
were found to implement the standards for
teaching more often than the secondary per-
formance teachers.

Havold Abeles and Rob Horowitz asked
public school music speciabsts from eight
states 1o specily the percentage ol time they
spent on each of the Nauonal Sandards.
Findings indicated that elementary special-
ists beheved 40-30 percent of their time was
devoted o singing and playing instrumenis,
and 1L percent to reading and notating
music. None of the other standards was
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Is large-group performance in school the best way to
prepare students to be functionally musical adults?

belicved 10 have taken niore than 7 percent of
classroom time.?® Susan Byo found that for all
the standards cxcepl performing and music
reading, music teachers felt less able (o effec-
tively implement the standards than their
training indicated. She also discovered that,
generally, music specialists did not believe
they had enough time to cover any of the
National Standards adequately:”

While future transformation 1s possible, it
seems that the standards movement, al Jeast
sa far, has not really changed much of what
music teachers do. Earlier studies, completed
before the Nauonal Standards were written,
indicatc similar findings.'" The muldple
experiences demonstrated 1w the National
Standards notwithstanding, the profession
appears (0 be stuck in a performance-and-
notation—skills paradigm.

Other Desired Outcomes

In addition (o the standards, the profes-
sion advocates many other outcomes in
music classcooms. The following are claims
for the benelits of music aken from MENCs
own Web site and links [rom MENC.!! Music
instruction can help

| lmprove spatial-temporal reasoning

m Enhance abstract reasoning skills
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®m Enhance reading for meaning

m Develop the eye-hand coordina-
tion needed (o learn 1o write

& Advance reading comprehension
and spelling skills

8 mprove perlormance n reading
and math

B Jmprove undersiandings in sci-
ence, geography, history, language
arts, foreign language, and physical
education

m Develop cninical and creative
thinking and highec-order thinking
skills ncluding analysis, synthesis,
evaluation, and problem solving

B Deline listening skills

B [mprove communication skills

® Increase sell-esteem and sell-dis-
cipline

m Promote fasier growth in physi-
cal, mental, emotional, and social
areas

B Build the kinds of teamwork abil-
mes and conflict-resolution skills
required for success in the modern
workplace

B Increase student attendance

B Reduce dropout rates

B Raise IQ) scores

B Raise grade-poinl averages

B Produce higher SAT scores

B Reduce disciplinary problems

B Create a decline in lifctime sub-
stance abuse

B Enhance gencral brain funcoon,

Take a deep breath!

While it is possible that some, f
not many, of (hese claims are realistic,
there 15 a need for additional research
w help refine what we are actually
doing through music (eaching and
learning activines. Many (imes we
make claims lor music education
based on rescarch done outside our
regular classrooms, in sethags far dif-
lerent from what we do m schools.
Regardless, 1 appears we are caught
up wn an advocate’s whirlwind. We
scem 10 be so busy advocating for
what we do (hat we no longer pay
enough attenvon (0 what we are
doing,

Expectations for Performance
Groups

Of course, specilic classroowmn activ-
ities vary from state 1o state, from city
1 city, and even from school to
school, but some basic activities seenm
to be common throughout the profes-
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sion. At the elementary level, they
include swudents singing, playing
recorders and other instrumenis, and
learning to read standard music nota-
ton. At the secondary level, students
typically can choose among choral
and instrumental performing ensem-
bles. These ensembles, which rehearse
and perform music based on the
Western European concert tradhtion,
are expected 10 be large in size and to
perform well and often,

At both the elementary and second-
ary levels, pressuve to maintain both
the size and quality of performance
groups is often similar (0 (he pressure
athletic coaches expenence. Partly
because of (hese expectations, K-12
mustc teachers historically have had
very litle motivavion to modify pro-
grams that haver’t changed in any
substantial way since the early 1900s.

If large-group perlormance is what
mustc educators do, how well are we
doing i? While exact statistics are
hatd (10 come by, we know that the
percentage of secondary students not
enrolled in music courses far exceeds
the percentage of those who are. In
1989, Benneit Reimer suggested that
“some 15 percent or so of our second-
ary school students choose to partici-
pate n our performance offer-
ings.”!* There is also evidence that
entollment in music courses has been
decreasing for several years'’ while
the number of children in public
schools has been increasing.'* One
might expect a profession as estal-
lished as ours to be more pervasive,
especially since music is enjoyed by
and is an important part of life for
practically every K-12 student.

The Downside of Large
Performance Groups

1 suggest that our fascination with
large-group performance has hmuited
our access to students, and at the same
time has cut us off from multiple other
involvements with music that wmany
students might find exciting. The
potential for drawing students into
secondary music programs is greal,
but we have to be brave enough (o
offer opportunitics presently ouly
scarcely available—opportunities (hat
students might find more interesting
and relevant. To date, the prolession
seems uninterested in broadening us

secondary offerings beyond the trad-
tional bands, orchestras, and choruses
eslablished over the past century. The
current system that both prepares pre-
service (eachers and mainuins in-
service teachers appears intent on pre-
serving the status quo '” We could be
protecting the very thing that is
destroying us.

Our claim to fame has long been
the quality of our large performing
groups, and certainly il we were o
point to our single greatest accom-
plishment, it would be the level of
proliciency in group performance our
prolession has achieved. Even in the
previously mentioned paper, Reimer
focuses on this arca as one ol suc-
cess.'® But in waking this blanket
statement about our accomplish-
ments, we are ignoring some impor-
tant issues associated with large-group
perfornmance.

First, even in the best of ensembles,
not all students develop adequate per-
formance skills. Many learn how (0
get by with very modest pecformance
proliciency, sometimes even less than
modest. Most olten, large performing
groups are not about individual learn-
ing—they are about the sum ol (he
parts. Such a measure of success
would never be accepted in other aca-
demic settings.

Second, the number of studenis
who drop out of perlormance courses
has been shown (0 be in the newghbor-
hood of 50 percent.'” Invesligating
problems with retention wn perform-
ance cusemble settings has a long
history.'8 Tn addiuon to the many stu-
dents who never enroll 1n music
courses beyond elementary school, we
lose countless numbers of those who
do eoroll. The reasons studeuts leave
our programs ate many, but the fact
remains that we have a difficult time
keeping students interested in our
programs, with many dropping out
well belore they reach any level of
musical matunty.

Finally, we have (o be honest about
what js taught and learned in the vast
majority of performing ensembles.
Generally, it has little to do with musi-
cality, but more to do with perform-
ance technique and skill, abilities that
are of little use to the majority of stu-
denis after they leave high school. The
pressures ol performance preparation
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keep many students [ronn receiving
anything resembling a rich music edu-~
cation 1 would suggest that our model
ol musiec cducation, as large perform-
ance ensembles, has failed and contin-
ues to fail.

Impact of Music Education
Beyond High School

[ts perplexang that the majority of
students who choose 10 participate in
school music ensembles stop perform-
ing music on any regular basis after
leaving high school and that precious
few continue alier college. Our socie-
ty 1s littered wuh adulis who played a
musical Instrument once upon a time,
As for notation skills, visit your local
mall and randomly ask passersby to
identify siple musical symbols. You
might hear statements such as, “1 used
(o know what that was.” It’s likely you
would find that the general popula-
tion knows little of music notaton,
and very few people have retained
anything close to a functional knowl-
edge of written music,

Few adults find wse lor their school
music training after leaving school.
We don’t seem o have made much of
a societal change in what the general
populanon knows about—or how
they partcipate m—musical activities,
[L seems we have failed our society on
two fronts. First, while vur ambiton
has been to produce performers, we
have been successful only o a very
limited extent. We are basically pro-
ducing a small supply of classically
trained professional musicians, while
having no real impact on how our
socicty experiences music. Second,
while coucentrating on performance,
we haven't addressed the real needs of
our society n preparing students for a
lifeume full of musie-listening expen-
ences, (o say nothing about providing
thera with skills to approach music
imeractions in any creative way.

Our lack of societal influence can
certainly be attributed, in part, 1o the
low percentage of students we reach at
secondary levels. The large majority of
students, who have their last (ormal
musical training 1 fifth or sixth
grade, cannot be expected (o be func-
tionally musical as adults. Beyond ibe
large number of students who elect
not to enroll n secondary music
courses, the main wssue may be what
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we do with the students we have in
our secondary music programs.

Even with all our efforis to pro-
mote musical pecformance, its not an
important part ol the lives ol many
people. In the early 1800s, perform-
ance was the primary musical involve-
ment in the United States.!” After
Edison invented the phonograph,
musical pecformance increasingly
gave way 10 listening as (he way our
society enjoyed music; today, listening
is the predominant musical actjvity,
and only select individuals perform

Its possible that, given time, these
technologies will have as vast an influ-
ence on our society as the invention of
sound-recording equipment did. How
our society experiences music is
changing belfore our eyes, and 1 worry
that our prolession will contunue 10
keep its eyes closed. More so than at
any time in our history, students can
now do more musically at home with-
out us than they can at school with us
w1 most traditional music programs.

Of course, there are many more
questions than there are answers.

Students can now do more
musically at home without us
than they can at school with us.

music on any routine bass.

This marked dechne 1 music per-
{ormance acutvity has been all but
ignored by the music education pro-
fession. When music was first intro-
duced into the school systems ol 1his
country in the 1830s, jt was logical to
concenltrate on performance and nola-
tion-reading skills since that is whal
people needed—it was (he way they
experienced music. But as society
gradually changed, music educanon
did not evolve to fit the changes. As a
result, we are totally out of touch with
the musical needs of our society, Lo the
point where swudents find us irrele-
vant and unconnected to their hves.

Music Education for Today

Today we are witnessing another
societal shift—one (hat our profession
is not prepared 1o react Lo, nor seems
10 care 10 address in any scrious way.
Accompanied by rapid advances in
digital technologies, we are culering
an era when interactions with music
are becoming more complex. The
lines between the iraditional roles of
lisiener, performer, and composer are
blurrng. Thanks (o digital technolo-
gies, i's now possible 10 become the
composer, the performer, and the lis-
tener at the same time—and much
more accessibly than at any time in
hisiory. Additionally, with the help of
technology, music is becoming more
multisensory as it becomes increasing-
ly associated with visual simuli.

Change does not come easily, and
change i education tends (o be even
more painful. 1 {irmly believe that, as a
profession, we must begn to offer
substanual opportuniues for students
beyond the traditional large ensemn-
bles. While there are myriad possibili-
ties, imcluding new (ypes of perform-
ing groups, one impoctant disciphne
would involve the new instruments
and sounds made available through
digital technologies. 1 see vast poten-
tal in multimedia programs where
music and other art lorms (video, for
cxample) are incorporated through
dighal technologies that allow siu-
dents opportunities to create, per-
form, and experience, all facilitated by
the music teacher. Tn such a setung,
students, alone and in groups ol vary-
ing size, would have ongoing opportu-
nities (o explore, experiment, and cre-
ate with aural and visual materials.
With guwdance from teachers, stu-
dents would be making decisions
about organizing and creating art.
One such class might have students
working on compulers, with inpul
from a music keyboard and guilar,
video and still camera, a scanner, and
a writing tablet, Suites of sofiware
such as Apples ilale and iWork would
be used, Studenis would also sing, act,
dance, and play other instruments
along with their digital creations.
Such a class could wclude large doses
of listening to and viewing these cre-
ations and a healthy amount of dis-
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cussion regarding thesc experiences.
The potenual scems unlimited.

But where 1o begin change is a
dilemma. Should K-12 teachers scrap
trachtional programs to offer new pro-
grams for which they may nor be
tramed, and that principals and com-
munities might be hesitant o sup-
port? Should universities add ofter-
ings to train future teachers in new
types of music programs, even as
degree programs are already overbur-
dened with oo many required credit
hours?

[ beheve the answer is a litule bit of
“yes” to both We nced leaders m the
K-12 schools 10 step up and begin (o
offcr programs more relevant (o stu-
dents—programs (hat embrace every-
thing digital (echnologies, as well as
other relevant alternatuves, make pos-
sible for student learming. Al (he same
time, innovative universities must
begin 10 address thc needs of our
furure teachers. We need path(Gnding
programns tn the delivery of relevant
new pedagogies, as found in digital
media, so lomorrows teachers will be
prepared Jor the societal realities they
will face. Perhaps then we can look
forward to a (ime when music in
schools will be truly apphcable 1o the
socicty we serve. Ln the meantime,
perhaps we can rethink what we are
downg and begin to do 1t better.
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